Return to Light 


Author: helena_s_remn 
Bands: Greta Van Fleet 
Characters: Josh Kiszka 


Relationships: N/A 


Rating: Adult 


Genre: [Het] 


Updated: Sun Mar 06 2022 23:28:06 GMT-0500 (Eastern Standard Time) 


One 


Author's Notes: 

| started writing this fic in the summer of 2019, before anyone had heard of COVID-I9, and the bulk of this fic 
takes place five years in the future, therefore, the entire pandemic got omitted from the story. 

The version of Josh appearing in this fic is what I'd consider obsolete. GVF disappeared off social media for 
over a year but have since returned and shown their true colors. 


Most likely anyone who was gonna read this or comment has already done so. Don't worry about f/b-ing. 


After three major, international tours, Josh Kiszka disappeared into seclusion It was assumed his family and 
closest friends had been informed of his whereabouts. Despite the media hacks and the diehards and the 
"Josh's Lane" fangirls who tracked every move of every member of their clan down to fourth cousins, not a 
one was ever spotted visiting him. No one who cared to report it on social media caught a glimpse of him for 


what would be half a decade. 


The rumor mill churned out stories, some plausible, some not. The most logical was that his voice was shot, 


not so much the addendum that he'd taken a vow of silence. 


It devolved from there: he'd checked in to something like semi-permanent rehab; become a Buddhist monk; had 
some sort of psychotic break or a horribly disfiguring accident, sired |, 2, 2 babies on as many - or half as 
many - baby mamas and they all lived together in the Chilean Andes, no, in the Mojave, no, in some snowbound 


outpost in northern Alaska. 


A tiny but loud group of fans’ opinion daily on social media held out that he'd taken up with the lead singer of 
Def Leppard and had his love child. 


Still others insisted he was dead, with multiple adjunct theories as to how and when. 


His former band refused to discuss it, to the extreme of walking out of interviews if his name came up. Jake, 


previously the most sweet-faced, went stone cold and developed a glare that could scare a Rotweiler. 


GVF completed one more album in late 2021, shortly before Josh dropped out of society. His vocals had been 
notably toned down, like his soaring, wailing, expansive range had been sanded off. The others went on without 
him, getting by on Jake and Danny's backing vocals and a new lead singer who looked like a Pretty Boy Floyd 
(circa 1989) reject and sounded like a cross between 80s hair band trash and an old Louisiana bluesman. Odd 


choice. He could sing, but he was no Josh Kiszka. 


The hype gradually died down GVF remained in rotation for music festivals, club tours, and as a second or 
third backing band for larger acts, but they never sold out another arena. They'd always had naysayers, 
people who called them talentless copycats from the time they put out the first EP on a national label. Most 
of them either shut up or went on to greener pastures in terms of wank potential. Five years after the 
"Joshua-pocalype Ill", as it became known, the once-phenom was all but forgotten by all except those who 


dabbled in such rock'n'roll obscurities. 


Two 
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A depressingly tame 40th birthday party under her belt, ironically - same as every year - on the first of 
April, Laurel put on her game face and dragged her hung-over ass to LaGuardia at 5:30AM for an 815 flight 
to Frankfurt. Up until a few weeks prior, it had been years since the last time Greta Van Fleet had come up in 
conversation, then one morning in a coffee shop, she was sure someone had said the name or maybe a song 
title and it wouldn't leave her alone. She'd cautiously started putting out feelers to some old contacts on the 


outside chance someone might have recently seen or heard anything about the missing vocalist. 


Half her motivation was the hunt for a story - her boss forever harped on her to come up with the next 
viral, blow-up-the-Internet thing. What a story that would make: the long-lost Kiszka, come to light. What 
would he even look like now? She needed something with her name as a hashtag if she planned to keep any sort 
of job in what amounted to journalism on the social media app that signed her paycheck. A communications 


degree didn't mean shit these days. 


Half was a nagging personal curiosity. Already a decade too old not to feel foolish over the depths of fannish 
dedication to their music and message when they'd hit, she'd followed their rise on a spiral of adrenaline and 


endorphins, and their semi-decline with much head-shaking. 


It had taken almost three months to get a bonafide bite; well, much longer if one considered the full five years. 
She'd hit paydirt with an acquaintance who lived in the wine country halfway between the capitol and Hamburg. 


No, ‘paydirt was an inaccuracy. Even after having made her way to the region he was alleged to be living in, 
the road to Joshua Michael Kiszka was an not easy one. She had to talk to this person, text that person, DM 
another. Her German was rusty. There seemed to be some sort of system of favors that she was even less 
fluent in. After three days of walking the cobbled, twisty streets of some admittedly charming small towns and 
seeing nothing, or rather no one of interest, she paid a - for her - hefty bribe and received a text with a 


time and address about an hour later. 


What was she supposed to do, simply waltz in? Pack binoculars? Josh wanted or at least allowed this interview, 
otherwise Laurel would still be sending a thousand pointless emails or for sure, going home empty-handed. That 


much was clear. "Alles klar, Herr Commissar," she thought to herself. 


Then came the dilemma of how to present herself. Unless the man had changed radically, she decided casual 
dress and manner would serve better than business attire and formality. Probably too old to be wearing her 
hair so long, she left the wheat-colored mass of it to hang down her back and put on a blue-and-silver wrap- 


around skirt. Black tank, white crocheted overpiece, silver and hemp jewelry. 


The address wasn't the easiest to find - the streets were winding and narrow, and she missed the house 


number the first time as the two-story white home was down its own private, precipitous alley. It must be a 


bitch to drive there in the winter, she reflected. 


Josh opened the door to his house himself, recognizable but changed. What was she expecting, the 23-year old 
that people had called a hobbit? 


How does a person define and quantify age? His face was a little less rounded, lips not quite as succulent, teeth 
not so blindingly white. The riot of burnished russet curls had grown out past his shoulder blades, sunbleached 
on the ends with random skinny braids interspersed here and there. Faint crinkles appeared at the outside 
corners of his eyes when he smiled. Although he was clean-shaven, she could see the dark shading where his 


beard grew in, unlike in younger years when the bands' faces had appeared as hairless as little boys’. 


They'd never met before, yet he seemed ‘different’. Still himself, unique, and not as immediately quirky as she'd 
have thought, although the truth of that had yet to be seen Josh wore a white pullover shirt fashioned like a 
surfer boy hoodie with long tasseled ties dangling around the open Vee, not a hair on his subtly sculpted chest 
to be seen. She recognized the loose-fitting faded pants: cotton, striped, tapered at the ankles. They would be 


seven years old now. What sort of rock star, former or not, kept their clothes for so long? 


The powerful attraction to his person that radiated out of pictures and videos was no less, although again, 
different. As they shook hands, Laurel felt a hot frisson jolt through the area under her rib cage. His fingers! 
The shape, what they'd feel like sliding into her.. It was like she had to physically put up some mental filter to 
stop focusing on them. ‘No, girl.' she told herself. The required introductions were exchanged and he invited 
her inside. 


Three 


The required introductions were exchanged and he invited her inside. 


Not for long, though, inside. They proceeded down a hallway where she could see a kitchen off to one side, 
stairs going up and down on the other. Josh led her through a big window-lined living room with a door on the 


far side, then out. 


While Laurel had in mind doing their interview indoors, where it would be easier to set up her minimal 
equipment - a mike and a tablet - Josh said he would be more comfortable strolling around outside. He'd like to 


show her his arbor, as he called it. 
"Arbor, not orchard?" she wondered. 


"An orchard would be primarily fruit trees. Alas, | haven't been able to get permission from the city to grow 
anything exotic." 


Who said ‘alas’ in the last hundred years? She was pretty sure she caught what he meant with exotic, which 
sure as hell wasn't a fruit tree. Not certain of the laws there or why he'd even ask, she bypassed a direct 


mention. "No figs and apricots?" 
"Not even that. | could grow apples." Actual fruit. He shrugged dismissively. "Too common" 


A high plank fence enclosed the yard, roughly a rectangle and about one-quarter the size of an ice hockey rink. 
The far end of it ran close to the steep slopes where the grapevines grew. Things were just starting to green 
up. There were a few larger trees, toward the four corners, otherwise there was a pattern of rows and 


groupings. Like notes on a musical staff, was her overall impression. 


Josh went barefoot; his soles must have been thickly calloused to not be bothered by the sharp little bits of 
gravel that crunched under Laurel's sandals whenever they crossed over a path. They walked two and a half 
laps around the garden, each time down a different ‘row’. It behooved her, Laurel found after her first two or 
three questions went nowhere, to just let him ramble. Expounding on his version of the formation and 
catalyzation of Greta's late Twenty-teens sound years before in their Michigan garage, Josh headed back to 
the house up the middle of it where the path wound serpentine through widely spaced shrubs. Changing topics 
abruptly, he explained he'd landscaped some of it himself. Since before he could read, he told her, he'd studied 
each National Geographic magazine that piled up at their childhood home. Images of flora from all over the 
world inspired his choices. It was easy to hear the quiet pride in his voice as he named the species of plants 
and flowers in English and Latin, touching leaves and stems, needles and branches as they went by. Easy to 
feature his fingers opening up Mother Earth to receive a seed, dirt under his nails. 


As they neared the back door, Josh gestured to a curious structure next to the side of the house, was it a 
lounge chair, outdoor bed, or something between? At first Laurel thought pagoda but that was wrong - it was 
round, big enough to sit three or four along the padded back. All of what looked like rattan, with a domed 
covering and cushions thick enough to call a mattress. Laurel had noticed it before but had been focused on 
the man. "Let's sit over there. Do you want anything to drink, water or white wine? I've acquired some very 


rice local vintages." 


"Could | have some of each, please." She was thirsty, but wine couldn't slake it. "What do you call that sort of 


chair? It's like its own cabana or something.” 


"I call it a clamshell. That's the closest translation” He smirked at the semi-dirty insinuation and possibly 
whatever spontaneous reaction showed on Laurel's face and turned to skip into the house with a, "Be right 


back." Same butt as ever, that was noticeable. 


Four 
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Laurel shook her head at herself and took a seat at one of the latitudinal poles of the.. clamshell. Did that 

make her the clit or the asshole? She should give her excuses and run for her life. No, not with less than half 
a story that she might be able to glean from Josh's stream-of-conscious dialogue. So far, he hadn't answered 
any of her questions. Laurel checked the battery level on her tablet. Another ‘less than half. She was going to 


have to up her game. 
Within about five minutes, which seemed like an hour, Josh returned carrying a rectangular wooden tray, 
balancing a pitcher of water, two half-carafes of what appeared to be white wine, and some glasses on it. 


"Need any help?" she called out. 


"No, thanks. | got it" Josh set the tray as far into the middle of the mattress as he could reach, then crawled 
up into the side of the round thing opposite Laurel. "If | get desperate, | suppose | can wait tables," he joked. 


"You've got the balancing part down, at least" Laurel flicked her eyes at the tray. "Let's see if you can pour." 


Obliging, Josh poured water into what looked like rocks glasses, then one of the wines into stemless goblets, and 


set them on each end of the tray. "See that? Didn't spill a drop. | should have asked.. sweet or dry?" 

"Either. | like sweet better, though." That got her a flash of a grin including the dimple in his left cheek. 

"Cool. same." He lifted his wineglass. "Salut" 

‘Isn't it Prost here?" 

"Ja. Prost" 

Though she would have started with water, Laurel followed along and tried the wine. "This is nice. Quite fruity. 
Fig and apricot:" It was a smart-ass thing to say after her earlier deflection, but she could taste the faint 


notes. 


Josh acknowledged, "Yeah, when you said that earlier, | thought of this brand immediately. So.. your name is 


Laurel." 


"That's what my business card says." She could see where this was going. "Do you have any laurels in your 


garden? | didn't notice any." With a name like that, she'd learned early to recognize them. 


"Nope, just you. Its a bit too far north for the green, growing variety. | was going to ask if your parents were 


inspired by the tree, or the wreath." 


"If | had to say.. the wreath. I'm an only child, there might have been a bit of self-congratulations in there. 
Mainly they just liked the name, the sound of the word. Neither of them wanted me to have a trendy name 


like Taylor or Emma where there'd be three other kids with the same name in all my classes at school.” 
"Ah. By now, those names seem a little.. dated. No offense. How old are you, Laurel?" 


A decade older than you, buddy." Who's asking the questions here?" she bandied lightly in an attempt to play it 
off. "During an intensive immersion into music, philosophy and apparently botany in your early years, your 


mother must not have told you to never ask a woman her age or her weight." 


"Oh she did, she did How much do you weigh, Laurel?" he joked, eyes snapping. "Josh Kiszka, just about to turn 
30, 135 pounds." 


"See there? It's different for a man. You didn't even think about it. Fine, | just turned 40." Close scrutiny was 
happening, and she could feel herself pink up. She tried to be immune to the fact of who was staring at her. So 
not working. The temperature was just at that crux between pleasant with a light jacket and warm. Even so, 


she could see a faint sheen in the hollow of Josh's throat. Well, it was sunny and he was sitting directly in its 


brightness. That had to be why. 


He spoke while picking up the other half-carafe of wine. "You don't look it. | was gonna guess you're around the 


same age as me." 
"Thanks, | guess. | attribute that to not smoking, staying out of the sun, and good genes." 
"Man, l'm doomed!" Josh proclaimed. "More wine? The dry this time." 


"Just a little." Laurel didn't mind the banter, but the interview was still not progressing. It would be very easy 
to sit there all day and get drunk or whatever with this man. That wasn't why she was here. Maybe the 
abrupt approach would work, forget trying to segue and startle him into a reply. "You don't write music or 


perform anymore." 
"No." 


Laurel stayed silent, hoping he'd elaborate but he didn't, only took a drink of his wine. She pressed, after a 
time, "Why not? What happened, is there any truth to the rumors that abounded? Surely you heard them 


somehow." 


"| did. For the first few months, it was kind of a one-man game: Googling myself. Apparently I'm quite the stud. 
Or the bitch-boy. Or dead. Take your pick" Josh's expression rubberfaced from emotion to emotion, though the 


different nuances were all shades of memory rather than real feeling, Laurel thought. 

"Can we dispel some of the heresy, then?" 

"Such as..2" 

"You didn't shack up with some hair band frontman--" 

"Joe Elliott," he cut her off. "I met him once. Nice fellow. But no, not that kind of meet, E-E or E-A" 

She tried to repress a crooked smile, and couldn't. "Alright, then. You became a Buddhist monk." 

"Well.. no. | went to Tibet for few months after | decided to take a permanent vacation," her face must have 
registered something a little scornful and envious, "Oh, | know it's cliché. A bit, / went fo the doctor, | went fo 
the mountains. It was a great experience. Saw some of the most breathtaking and remote scenery in the world. 
During part of it, | arranged to live short term in a monastery. Very interesting, but not for me, not forever." 


"l'm surprised.” And she was. "What about it didn't vibe?" 


Josh leaned far to his side and propped himself on one elbow. Laurel's skin prickled at the proximity. "As 
minimally invasive as Buddhism is, and | can very much get down with a lot of their precepts, organized religion 


of any sort just isn't for me." 
"| get that. Once | was out living on my own, Christianity didn't seem realistic or important.” 
"| don't care much for celibacy, either." 


"Yeah, I'll bet," was about all she could come up with. No need to get sidetracked "Okay, next rumor, how 
apropos after your little announcement: you fathered about a dozen rugrats and founded a compound with 


your." she almost said ‘hoes’, "harem in some other isolated location" 


Josh rolled his eyes and gestured, a graceful hand and wrist movement, to his environs. "You found me here. 
You know what you know. So what do you think?" He stopped, challenging her for an answer by only posture 
and mien. Laurel shook her head, if only to not interrupt. Jeez, this was like pulling teeth. "The reality's less 
interesting." He stopped again. 


"And what is that?" 

"While it had indeed begun with another of the throat infections that plagued me starting at the end of ‘8, 
forcing me to take yet another four months off, by the end of 2020 after supporting Metallica and another 
bout of illness, | simply lost the taste for it. Can you believe that?" 


"No," Laurel told him firmly. 


"That was a rhetorical question. Almost since | was old enough to remember, I'd always known that | belonged 
in front of people, on a stage, performing. Then all of a sudden, my voice was giving out unpredictably and | 
started getting stagefright. An anxiety thing. Guitars, drums, that sort of instrument you can fix a mechanical 
problem, practice if its ability thats lacking. | couldn't do either, which just made it worse." 


"Okay, but that's more like, still wishing you can do something you no longer can 


"After a few rounds of it, canceling tour dates and so much pressure from the label, | had no desire left 


anymore. No heart for it, and that's more important than anything, even talent." 


Yeah, sure, fell that to all the hopeless wanna-bes with no talent, she almost said. This was someone who, no 
matter his damage, wouldn't be able to relate to that side of the spectrum. Instead she asked, "Your band, 
your brothers, couldn't pull you through, or at least jolly you along while you healed?" 


Josh pulled a face, disgust thinly veiled by humor. "No. They all got married and started breeding and suddenly 
no one had time for me. | was expected to show up and do my part while the sense of collaboration, sharing, 
just like that, after almost IO years of cultivating it.. gone." He had avoided the question of recovering his 


voice, and then some. 


Not out of disgust, Laurel decided. Sadness, loss. There was plenty going on under the surface, but she hadn't 
the slightest how to read it. She decided to see if he'd answer to, "So what do you do now? Where's your.. 


desire?" 


"Well, | read a lot. Film, | still do that. German film has a certain darkness to it, | explored that. Lately, I've been 
re-watching some independent Senegalese works from the 10s | discovered in my teens. With everything online 
these days, it's a lot easier than even ten years ago. I'm actually hands-on again, too. | do everything from the 
screenplays and casting, set design, lighting, to directing and producing. Just as a hobby, though. It takes a lot 
of time to put together." 


"| guess that means you don't have the holy grail of Indie short films in your cellar." 


"The holy grail of Gewurztraminer, perhaps." Josh's gestures were both expansive and precise. He made a 
motion inviting her to drink, and then he raised his glass to his lips. The whole world narrowed to the purse of 
those lips, the touch of the lower against the clear wineglass, the tiny river of pale liquid flowing into his 
mouth and then the bob of his Adam's apple as he swallowed. 


Five 
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When he finished drinking, Josh lowered his glass and continued, "I'm learning German, and I've also taken it upon 


myself to get serious about playing guitar." 


"Really." She'd been in a daze. Seeing the red-yellow-red flash of the warning light on her tablet, Laurel had 
been about to go in for the kill; now she had to backpedal. "First you tell me you've lost your muse and now 
you're playing guitar." If she'd had to pick one, she would have guessed piano as his go-to instrument, throat 


aside. Was it the twin factor that led him to a six-string? 


"Not.. Greta stuff. Well no, I've taught myself that, too, easy enough after watching my brother all those 
years. We could have done with a second guitarist, live. Jake nixed the idea from day one. And | let him have 


his way." A little half-smile appeared, gone a second later. "Can | ask you something, off the record?" 


Laurel had to suppress a hoot. That sort of lead-in was almost always either a come-on or some sort of 


validation of the asker's vanity. "Sure." 
"Which lane were you in, before?" 


"Shit!" Laurel did let out a hiccup-y laugh then, over her apparent obviousness as well as the fact Josh knew 
the old vernacular of the fandom. She extended her legs in front of her and rearranged her skirt. "All of them. 
No." He was expecting her to name one: his. Though it was hardly relevant in the here and now, she couldn't 


redirect. "Yours, | suppose. It's hard to see past the lead singer, especially one as luminescent as you were." 
“Luminescent: Do you think so? Past tense again, though. Another thing | lost 

"No, you didn't." But who was she to say, especially in regard to the way he saw himself? Laurel tempered her 
emphatic rebuttal with, "I can't speak for the intervening years. What | see and hear right now is just as.. 


luminous. When you're ready to come out." 


ls that what you think?" The exact intonation Josh used, she'd heard it somewhere before, couldn't place it. 
The sides of his mouth twitched like he was trying not to smile but his eyebrows furrowed. 


This again. "I meant ‘come out of hiding’ but while we're on that subject, does it matter? No one cares 


anymore, whether you like boys, girls, neither, both, or.. or trees." 


The only reaction was a raised eyebrow, a harder stare. "It's a little more complicated than that." 


Everyone thought they were so special, Josh no different, in terms of not-l00-percent-straight-ness. It was 


something that came up again and again during interviews, nearly always unplanned. "How so?" 
"Still off the record?" 


"At this rate my story will be, Josh Kiszka doesn't sing anymore and ran away from his problems for half a 
decade'." It was rude, and he could very well have her tossed now. She hadn't seen any, but surely there was 


at least one security goon lurking about. Or, Josh might open up. "But go ahead." 


"Well actually, | can sing again. For two years | didn't even try, not a note. Then it was like starting over from 
scratch, but whatever was wrong resolved itself. Or | should say, | could sing if | wanted to. Just not with 
Greta" Josh bowed his head and then flicked his hair back. He wore a cagey expression, secretive. Still the 
same tiny gold hoops, glinting in the light. 


Excited by the prospect, as if it were she who was the performer, Laurel offered, "You could start a new 
band. Or go solo. Anything. People would go nuts!" 


Josh squashed the idea flat. "Not interested." 
"Why the fuck not?" she challenged him. 


"Music, life, love, sex.. it's all one. Not to everyone, but to me it was. From the time | knew what it meant, | 
was in love with my brother.. Jake." Judging by the look on his face, nothing had changed there. "He never felt 
the same about me. We were so much alike, also so very unalike, but what was attraction for me was.. simple 


curiosity for him. I'm not saying we never. Well, you know." 


It took a lot to shock her, and she'd wondered, but had never expected Josh to come right out and admit it. 
For a second Laurel felt physically sick. She put a hand to her mouth. It was too much. Too personal. The 
incest. Both sex and love being at issue. Intellectually, she could understand wanting the taboo. But to have 
delved right in at such a young age, then lost it? Laurel shook her head, not wanting to hear the details. 
Rather, Josh took it like she hadn't comprehended. He continued, "Jake.. well, what can | say. We were each 
other's world before we were even viable. Monozygotic, monochorionic, monoamniotic.. are you familiar with the 


terminology?" 


"Not fully, but mono- is a prefix for ‘one’, and | know what zygote and amniotic mean" Belatedly, Laurel 


reached for her water glass and gulped it down She was sweating. 


“Alright, yes. We were one person to start, one single cell, gestated in the same amniotic sac. That's rare, you 
know? There was never a wall between us, physically. As kids, we could read each other's minds or something; 
half the time | thought | was him and he was me, like we could switch bodies at will. Who knows, maybe we 


really could. Children's minds are so agile and unaffected. But as you get older people tell you what you can and 


can't do and after a while you believe it" 
"Peter Pan much?" Laurel interrupted. 


"That story is something of a modern fairy tale, wouldn't you say? I'm not the only one who's made such 
observations. But as for flying." Josh let out a quick, forceful breath, a silent sigh. "He turned into a hormone 
on legs when we hit puberty. It was hard to watch. | wanted it, oh yes all of it, directed at me. His game, those 
slutty poses of his, his lips - just like mine - wrapped around my dick, just like his. My heat, my desire, was all 
for him. This female muse, women | got with to try to prove | wasn't ‘like that’, mainly one in particular - we 
loved each other, too, she and |, but no one could ever be him. When we're together, naked and alone, 


intertwined, totally connected.. If there is such a thing as God, that's it" 


The imagery Josh suggested set off latent heat low in Laurel's pelvic cavity, even stronger than when she had 
rejected the fantasy of his fingers, which was back with a vengeance with more explicit thoughts popping up 
as well, like his sturdy, tanned little body stripped of those clothes and grinding on top of hers. She cut off the 


fantasy with, "Not past tense now?" 


A noise of frustrated throat-clearing met her ears. "You're right - | should have used past tense. That's a big 
part of the reason l'm here. As in, here, not there. When he proposed to his girlfriend, that was the beginning 
of the end. And it did.. end" Suddenly, Josh seemed angry. She'd never seen that on him, not even when he was 
lit from within with some kind of unholy fire on stage. "So yes, you're right - | ran away from my problems 
before they could destroy Greta, and me, and everything we'd stood for before. What they're doing these 
days, | don't even." those dark eyes rolled skyward, "Happy now?" 


"How could hearing about a significant chunk of your life being overshadowed by unrequited love make me 
happy?" Laurel asked What the hell? What had she even walked into? No wonder he refused to give interviews, 
if he couldn't rein in his thoughts. She wanted to reach out to him, even so. It wasn't like she was without 


compassion, however the rest of the world might judge. 
"You got your scoop." 


"Right - off the record. Not helpful. I'll have to cobble together something about white wine, gardening, and 
solitude. Boring.” 


Josh was quiet. She could see the anger and hurt she'd roused dissipate. He sat up again and stared at her 
harder than before. Laurel met his eyes while he seemed to search hers. His chest rose and fell once. "It's 
boring, huh? Well, that's my life. I've never told anyone--" 


"Why me?" she blurted. "| mean, don't you see a therapist or something?" 


"Sure. Who doesn't?" 


"Does your brother?" Laurel pressed. That could go either way. "Have you even spoken to any of them at all 


since you left?" 


"Rarely.. rarely spoken to them. Never asked if they have shrinks. Too Loring Jake himself is the only other 
person who has a clue, unless he's been talking" Laurel's tablet was now officially dead. At that point, it didn't 
even matter. She unplugged the mike from it. As she reached for its case, Josh went on, "How about we do 


something that's not boring? It's been a really long time since I've touched another person 


Laurel looked over at him, and aside. Goosebumps rippled over her skin. God, he was serious. This couldn't have 
been how he'd done it back in the day. "Well that's a little presumptuous, don't you think?" It had to be a joke, 
a slight, an insincere tease. Who did that? Besides, what was ‘a long time’ for the likes of him? A month? 


But he didn't take it back. Josh gathered up the various glasses, rearranged them on the tray and then leaned 
over to set the tray on the ground. "More than a little. | know. Before, you asked whether the writer's muse 
and sexual attraction was the same, or more likely not. | took a huge chance in telling you the truth--" 
"--which | can't reveal--" 

"The fact you won't goes a long, long way." 

"So what is this, some sort of quid pro quo?" 


"| don't want to think of it as that. We both want things, need things. Yeah? We should.. help each other out." 


"Oh jesuschrist. Thank you so much." Laurel didn't bother trying to tone down her sarcasm. "Help each other 


out: You think | need help?" 


"Well, we don't know each other at all, but I'd have to say.. no. No you don't. It's me who needs something.” 


Josh might as well be naked already, as undecorated as that statement was. 
It still smacked of mere convenience. "But I'm not him, besides being a woman: 


Again, he avoided the more uncomfortable aspect. "I like women, too. Always have admired their inherent grace, 
their subtlety and warmth." Josh leaned back against one side of the dome, opposite her. He pulled one knee up 
with his arm draped around it. The casual elegance of the position made Laurel wish she was any sort of 
artist. Perhaps this article, if it ever got written, needed an accompanying photo or two, complete with Josh 


Kiszka's bedroom eyes. 
But, big but.. "You ‘like women. That's not the same as being physically attracted to them." 
"If it's someone special, | can be. Excuse me if I'm being too blunt but it's the person that l'm drawn to, not 


their junk. As | said, | used to write about, sing about someone like that. | suppose, full disclosure, it was more 


of a construct, an amalgam based on a few different people. People, as in women" 


Laurel kept her opinion to herself because it would kill any possibilities and to face facts, she was nearly to a 
point of letting Josh talk her into it. However, she thought he was being naive about the whole attraction thing. 
No matter the degree of admiration or even love, the ‘wrong’ set of genitals would be a lust-killer. As a 
straight woman who had never experimented with ‘curiosity’, she didn't think that touching another chick's lady 


parts would do anything for her. "I'm not a construct, nor do | care to be part of one." 


Waving that aside, Josh continued where he'd left off. "Can | tell you something? This whole time, I've wanted 
to push your skirt up to see your panties." Oh goddamn, more pulses of heat low down. "Are they sexy?" The 
word ‘sexy’ on Josh Kiszka's lips was more effective than Spanish Fly. "Are they modest? Well, if you're 
wearing any. Are you, Laurel?" Josh had dropped his voice to the softest murmur. His mouth remained slightly 
open, full lower lip puffed and dewy; accelerated breathing reminded her of nothing so much as the ending of 
that old leaked video. At the time, she couldn't have cared less about the whole spiritual journey thing. The 
living imagery of the 2l-year old who looked even younger, panting and freaked, eyes darting down like he'd just 


woken from his first wet dream.. More words formed on those lips. "I love to eat pussy. Let me." 


Unbidden, Laurel heard herself gasp. Not out of shock. Fuck. Why'd he have to talk his way around to the one 
thing she could never resist? Maybe he'd get to see her panties or not. Either way, they were about to 


incinerate. 

Her mouth took over. "l-- alright. | hope you know what you're doing.” Yeah, go ahead, mister. Grin all you 

ike. He was, too. He knew the words to use. Did he know his business between a woman's thighs, or just think 
he did? There was one indicator that worked most of the time, kind of like being able to tell if someone would 
be a good lay based on how they danced. "But you gotta kiss me first." 

"On the lips?" smirked the singer. 


"On the mouth 


Six 
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"Oh, so you're rolling out the fine print?" Josh asked, nostrils flaring for a second. Otherwise, he hadn't moved 


but his attention focused razor sharp on Laurel. An invisible pull let her imagine what he was capable of. Much. 
"Whatever it takes," she popped off. 


‘Layin' down the rules," Josh rejoined. He was trying not to smile over the inane high-school dialogue. Why were 


they even flirting, when, given body language, it was going to happen? He didn't seem like the type. 


However, she wasn't going to avoid the volley for the sake of adulting. "Layin’ something.. someone." Laurel 


pulled a face, hoping it came across as more ‘come and get it and less ‘run for your life’. 
"Indubitably." 


Although unequivocal agreement, it came out desert-dry, accompanied by a crooked smile. Josh rolled forward 
from cross-legged onto his hands and knees and crawled across the space separating them. It might have 
looked silly and childish on anyone else but on Josh it was the polar opposite: with the advance, predatory with 


his mouth half open, canines showing, intent spread across his cheekbones. 


He straddled Laurel's lap - not, in her experience, your typical move for a guy but then he wasn't your typical 
guy. It could have been to get the height advantage. He bracketed her thighs with his, letting his weight settle, 
hard-on wedged against her stomach as he pressed close. That surprised the hell out of her - shocked her to 
the core one might say. The first surge of wet slithered out of her. A direct response, she wrapped her arms 
around him, immediately sliding one hand down his back to sink her fingers into the meat of his butt. 


Quick inward insight flashed across Josh's face as he adjusted to the presence of her touch upon his body. A 
low purr emanated from his throat. Pulling back a little, he murmured, "Look at me. Watch me." 


| am, Josh." They were eye to eye, close enough for Laurel to count eyelashes, see a couple of chicken pox or 
acne scars, feel warm breaths. Framing her face between his palms to tilt it up, he dipped his head down so 


their lips touched in one of the sweetest kisses Laurel had ever experienced. Sweet as in chaste, sweet as in 


delicate, both of them taking the time to feel out texture and compatibility of movement. 


She tasted wine on his tongue when he slid it between her lips and teeth, and hunger. Slow, light, but anything 
other than relaxed, Josh angled his head minutely this way and that and with one hand, fingertips under her 
jaw, angelically positioned their mouths till every surface of her lips had been caressed by his. She gave it 
back the same, though she was just as hungry for more: more suction, more tongue, more movement, 


everything. Her pulse beat in her throat, in her chest, and between her legs. 


Lips softer than crushed velvet grew more demanding. Silky-slick, Josh's tongue chased hers, she chased his, 
they twisted and writhed mouth to mouth. Neither shut their eyes, not for a second. Specks of gold and 
reddish seemed to flicker in his melanin-rich irises, but his expressiveness extended to his entire face, a 
wordless symphony of the things they'd talked about earlier laced with lust and need. He was grinding just a 
little but consciously holding back, a prelude to what he'd do when they were fully intertwined. 


Fingers spread, Laurel mapped out the musculature she had cradled in two hands now. Tight and meaty, 
shifting under the worn-thin striped cotton as he pressed against her lower abdomen. What she was going for 
next, she found up under his shirt: bare skin, warm and smooth, a strong spinal column and flat, corded muscle 
on either side. Molding her hands to the contours, Laurel let herself feel everything, both his solid body and 
the tingling in hers. 


"Mmm yessss," breathed Josh, feeling her fingers and palms. Without being prompted, he pulled the shirt up 
over his head and tossed it aside. Being a total perv for a man's armpits, she salivated at the hairy darkness 


flashed doubly before her. "Oh jesus god," she exhaled. 


Josh leaned back a little, presumably to let her get a good look. He hadn't lost the rounded biceps and deltoids; 
his chest and shoulders seemed a little wider than in years past, a shade lighter tan than his arms. Laurel took 
it all in for half a second before she turned her tactile urges loose. Mouth half-open to facilitate enough air, 
she mapped out his arms, eyes darting back and forth between his skin where hers touched it to his face. The 
firm flesh bunched and moved. His nipples were hard. Laurel brushed over them using the pads of her thumbs 
and Josh shivered, moaned, pushed his groin into her again, more emphatically. Whatever ‘little man syndrome’ 
he might have could not extend to that area of himself. Lower, she ran her palms down his torso till her 


thumbs met over his navel. "| think we should lay down," she got out, trying to twist sideways. 


"Wait, wait.. take your shirt of fl" It was only the first garment to go, but when Josh's fingers slid under the 
open part near her shoulder, easing it back, her perception refocused again, calling out unspoken for his 
attention to her skin. A blink, a flash of his eyes and he was there, proving that mouth was fierce as well as 


soft, sucking a mark over her collarbone. 


With some struggle, she shrugged out of the light crocheted sweater. When she reached for the hem of her 
tank top, Josh's hands landed on her bared midriff. It was only logical - the need for touch and connection 
flared bright within her, so why not him, too? She lifted the shirt up and over, leaving only her bra up top. 


"Was the kiss up to scratch? Do | pass your little test?" Josh wondered, his voice a raw husk close to Laurel's 


ear. 


She laughed. "Yeah, it was nice." 
“Nice'?! That sounds like hot garbage." 
"Well, Josh, you can be more aggressive." 


"Oh yeah? So can you." One of Josh's arms slid around her back. She could feel his fingertips drawing irregular 
patterns across her shoulder blades, raising gooseflesh in their wake. The other hand on her chest kneaded 
soft flesh through its satiny, navy blue covering. "Does this match your panties?" Josh's eyes were suddenly 
sharp, darker. His dick twitched against her stomach. 


"Yes," Laurel ground out. Her breathing picked up another notch, her hands low on his back pulling him against 


her. 


A second later, Josh was off her lap, guiding her down across the widest part of the cushions with him and 
pushing her skirt up. One of his hands skidded up the outside her thigh. The urge to move her hips made her 
clench but first, fabric trailing up and then leaving her legs bare, Josh beaded on the final covering. "That's 
very seductive." he whispered, "the way the cloth hides you but reveals your sex." 


Did he mean her gender, or her anatomy? Laurel didn't ask. They kissed again, half-undressed and tangled 
around each other, arms and legs seeking to fit, Laurel's knee thrown over Josh's hip and his thigh between 
hers. The boy - no, man ~ had moves even lying down in this sensual lead-up. His hips rolled, emphatic, the 
bulky mass he packed seemed to grow more. Laurel reached down between them and touched, through his 
clothes. The fabric was thin from years of wear, and the thrumming blood underneath warmed her palm as 


she stroked. 


Meanwhile, someone rubbed at her over the dampened fabric wedged into her groin then tugged at her 
waistband, which rested a couple of inches below her hipbones. "| wanna make you come so hard," came the 


warm, throaty voice. 


Fuck restraint. Laurel assisted, almost did the job herself. Her clit pulsed like a wild thing, faster than her 
heartbeat. "It isn't gonna take much." 


Josh noted, eyes moving between her crotch and face, a caress, "You're wet for me." Feeling it more when 


cooler air hit, Laurel didn't relish putting on that slick-damp underwear later. 


"Yeah. And you're hard for me." Saying it out loud ruined nothing. It brought them into closer contact in a way 
that had nothing to do with physical touch. 


Josh shimmied down and pressed the truth of that against her again.. somewhere in the region of her shin. 


Bone on bone. 


It was stupid, silly, but her legs didn't want to open enough to let him between though she was dying for his 
touch, his tongue. From his position beside her, eight fingers and two thumbs all caressed her upper thighs; his 
lips touched down just below her labia. Two bright-dark eyes flicked up at her curiously. "Did | do something 


wrong?" 
"Won't people see..?" 


"Through the fence? We're alone here. Besides, this is Germany." He threw her earlier statement back at her, 
humorously though. "Nobody cares." A finger wiggled into the crevasse, sought and found the well, and slid in. 
"But if you're not comfortable." 


"Oh god!" Laurel cried out. She wanted to relax so bad. She wanted to come, have him lick the tip of her 
pleasure gland while his fingers invaded or to abrade herself against him with his dick stroking the deep, hidden, 


nerve-infused places inside her while she did it. "Pleeeease!" she moaned in need and frustration. 


"Not gonna force you, honey. But pleeease.." he imitated her plea, "let me see and taste. Let me lick your little 
clit till it stands up erect, and suck it, and put my fingers inside you." 


That did it. If he could perform what he'd just expressed half as well as he vocalized it.! Laurel rolled onto her 
back but immediately got up on her elbows. There she was, more than half naked and spreading her legs for 
him. What if he didn't like her taste? He already knew that she didn't shave herself totally bald; apparently 


that was not a problem. 


Josh got himself into position without any ungainly awkwardness. His hands landed on her knees, pushing them 
wide apart before sliding up, all the way up. Laurel couldn't close her eyes now. She shouldn't watch herself 
being serviced by him. It wasn't right. But god, she wanted whatever he could give. 


Soft, soft brushes she identified as licks because of the cooling air around them covered the tendons of her 
inner thighs, followed by kisses. Josh inhaled deeply. "You smell like.. | can't put a word to it. Something good. 
Sweet pastry.” 


Laurel couldn't stop a snort from escaping. "What are you saying? Like yeast?" 
"No, silly! Like.. like sticky buns." There wasn't much she could say about that. 


A fingernail ran upwards along the seam of her outer labia. Near the top, he pressed in to access the slick, 
hairless internal areas. His tongue landed there, too. Her body jerked, and Josh raised his head. She refocused 
her eyes again to see his longer hair hanging down, brushing her thighs. His lush mouth poised in the epitome 
of ‘about to perform oral sex’, almost a snarl, tongue visible between his teeth. The peppery specks of his 
stubble above his upper lip caught her eyes, saying again this was a man, not a boy. 


At first, he licked around the surfaces, mapping things out in minute detail. Laurel gasped and wiggled, praying 
he'd find the most sensitive parts, to each side of her clit where the hood attached. At the first touches 


there, she groaned low in her belly, a feral response. 


Josh's head came up again; his upper lip was already shiny with her juices. "Did | hurt you?" His concern was 
real, not impatient, and Laurel wondered if he thought female anatomy was so delicate she couldn't be 


passionate. Or maybe she just sounded like a cow. 
Her feet had braced on either side of him, ready to facilitate her hips pitching and rolling. "No! Keep going." 


For that, she got a grin and flash of teeth, and he did what she demanded. Over the years she'd seen people 
make certain gestures with their tongues, often between Vee-shaped fingers. The skill Josh had mastered was 
not for show, he flicked that tongue at her, fast and light. Thrusting her hips up at him, Laurel yowled in pure 
pleasure. The swelling of arousal for her was under his sinful tongue and on the inside. A fingertip toyed with 
her vaginal opening as if it were her rim, till the inner surfaces screamed with need. The finger gave her an 


inch - what a fucking tease! 


She hadn't come yet because she was deliberately holding off, and Josh knew it. "C'mon little mama," he moaned 
up at her, taking a breath. "Give it up for me." He lapped harder, and when her clit jumped under his tongue, 


he bore down, put two fingers in her and sucked. 


Close before from the flailing of his tongue, she yelped, "You.. oh fuck! Just suck it! She heard a quiet laugh 
and felt suction being applied to the entire erect, demanding little tyrant that had overtaken her entire 
existence. The fingers she'd been tight and wet over since the first second they'd met at his front door 
pushed in and out of her, sliding against puffed-up surfaces other people called g-spot, what she knew to be 
the inside heart of her pleasure gland. Blood and fluid beat in tandem in her entire pelvis. Tongue-tip whipped 
around, fingers inside punctuated the madness. Goddamn, she moaned to the sky, it was going to rip her apart 
in the best possible way. 


Grinding down, Laurel rode his hand and his face and, fist held tightly over her open mouth, let the built-up 
sweet sharpness come crashing through her. The first part of the peak spiked in her clit, then in the spastic 
clenching around Josh's digits moving inside her. The culmination, volcanic, exploded deep inside with the 
groundswell sweeping through every cell of her spine, limbs and further out to phalanges, nipples and lips. Wave 
after wave, till she almost couldn't stand it. Using the hand that had muffled most of her racket, she reached 
down to thread fingers through the curls and braids to still him. 


Josh eased off, pausing to look up. Laurel almost feared what he'd say. Something like, ‘Alright you got off, now 
its my turn! She wasn't selfish, not one of those types of girls that wouldn't suck a dick, she just didn't want 
it to be over yet. Apparently she wasn't the only one. Murmuring, "Want another?" Josh turned his head to 
kiss her thigh. 


"| don't know if | can quite yet" Honesty being the best policy and all, for whatever it was worth. 


"Oh, | think you can." The understated confidence in his tone both at her body's capability and his own skill was 


incredibly erotic. "Don't stifle your sounds anymore, alright?" 


Laurel hesitated, then nodded. Fair was fair. When it was time for Josh to have his fulfillment, she sure as hell 


didn't want to miss hearing his orgasm put to music with that voice. 


She was right, in that it was too much at first. Her legs clapped shut around Josh's head in self-protection. He 
waited, stroking other parts of her lazily, the sides of her buttcheeks and down her legs, blowing on the 


oversensitive outer genitals. Every so often a lick would land. 


When she melted into it, he nosed in and ate her out again. Unlike the first time, he applied himself more to 
the hot spots he'd discovered and gave her three fingers. Once she was able to relax her legs, Laurel pushed 
up at him. Her hips took on a rhythm that Josh met by digging the fingers of his other hand into the 
quivering tendons of her thighs and spinning his tongue around the stiffened nub. At some point, she burst out, 
"Goddammit, Josh, | need your dick!" Skilled or not, fingers were not enough, she needed more - not just his 


penis; it was his naked entire body moving in an unrestrained sexual dance that she craved. 


Still, she rode over the edge on his mouth. He was relentless with licking the nerve-laden switch. The 
undercurrent turned into a maelstrom, with thumping beats accented on the inside as she came. It was less 


hormones and more affectionate the second time, although Laurel kept wondering how he could stand to wait 


this long. Another not-typical trait. 


Josh looked up at her as she lay there, panting and wrung out, limp. "You're so damned wet.. | should've 


brought a towell" he chuckled. 


"From your spit!" she countered. Clearly he wasn't upset about it. If they continued out there, there was likely 
to be more of that. 


"Not only." Another bright-white grin beamed up at her. Josh didn't bother to wipe off his face, though he did 
lick his lips a few times. "I loved how you cummed on me. It, like, gushed out of you." The frankness was 
endearing. And really fucking sexy. 

It doesn't gross you out?" 

"Hell no! So, you wanna smash..2" Laurel laughed a little at the outdated slang. Maybe it really had been a while 
for him, which was kind of sweet assuming he didn't blow his load in the first five seconds. "Full-on? Because 


right now, l'm, yanno, capable." 


"You're still hard?" She'd suspected as much. A guy got a certain look on his face when he had an erection, and 


Josh had been wearing it non-stop. 
Josh hummed a yes. 


"Maybe that wasn't the smoothest proposition I've ever heard, but it wasn’t the worst, either. Yeah | wanna. 


But.. safety?" 


Producing a condom packet from his pants pocket, Josh flashed another grin Pure cockiness. 

For once, she didn't mind the presumption It served them both well in this. "When did you..?" 

"When | went into the house for the water and the wine.” 

"That sounds like a song title, the water and the wine." Laurel grinned back at him, totally stoned on endorphins. 
"None that | know of lts a thought But speaking of wine.. I'm gonna whine like a little bitch if you say no’ 


In answer, Laurel grabbed the packet and ripped it open. She leaned in and kissed Josh's juicy lips upon which 
she tasted only herself now: leftover arousal and girlcum. After a minute, she put her hands on him to explore 
him all over again while Josh wiggled eagerly, helping her get him the rest of the way naked. The skin on the 
front of his torso was softer than his back, perhaps due to less sun exposure. The patch of hair below his 
navel had changed little; lower down, as he tossed his pants aside, the vegetation turned dark like undergrowth. 
It was always a little shock to the system, the first time somebody new revealed their nudity. Confronted with 
the full Monte, Laurel smirked. No, his ass wasn't the only ‘thicc' part of his body. But then, the whole world 


could have guessed that. 


His dick filled her fist, raging hard, blood pulsing under the thin skin. "Fuck!" they groaned simultaneously, Josh 
thrusting into her hand. The impression of him tossing his hair, tossing his hips, snarling a little altered her 
perception of him, sexually. He wanted to be let loose, but was wary of letting go. After having been the 
ultimate in exposed before him, she still needed to find a way to show him that he could, here and now, with 
her. His tastes and his secrets didn't scare her. 


"Don't get carried away, not yet" Might as well get the needful out of the way. Laurel got him gloved, taking 
care not to leave any room for error. It was a tight fit. At the end, she gave his balls a little pat. She'd have 
loved to handle them more but some guys were extremely sensitive there. It wasn't the right time to get a 
tutorial in how to touch him. Josh was panting, the muscles between his ribs pulling in and relaxing, and she 


could tell it was a struggle for him to remain still even for the few seconds it took to ready him. 


"Then would you.. be on top for a while first? Take control and come on me?" he stared into her eyes, almost 


plaintive. 


Her cunt spasmed, not an orgasm, just the anticipation of having him inside. "I would love to, Josh. But not at 


your expense." 
"How do you mean?" His fingers grasped her upper arm, his expression unreadable. 
"Well." How to explain? Laurel laid a hand on his chest, playing with the taut, tiny center bead of his ripple. 


"You should." No, gir! don’t ‘should’ on yourself, or on him. "| want you to take whatever you want, however you 


want it." 


He saw right through her, and it showed. "You might have a great ass and long sorta brown hair but you're 
still just a girl" He also saw the error of his words. "Shit. | mean woman, and l'm not trying to diminish you. 
You're a godsend. I'm sorry, no offense." Rather than pull away, Josh offered his mouth, snaking his arm 


around her waist. He was still rock-hard, rolling his pelvis against hers. 


Maybe it stung a little, but Laurel felt no real insult, only a sense of victory. His slipped admission provided 
clarity for both of them. "None taken. So.. consider me your fag hag-for-a-day," she declared. "Now fuck your 


hag. 


"Laurell You are not!" Josh looked a bit called on the carpet, himself, but he laughed when Laurel did. Their 
foreheads touched, the gesture almost like a lighter form of fistbump, congratulatory. She partook of his lips 
again, falling into his rhythm and seeking his tongue. It was all good but as things got heated he urged her 
wordlessly to turn over onto her front. Laurel might have yelled yay in anticipation of a few more after- 
shocky orgasms, but she just smiled back and finished getting herself face-down. Elbows under her. Legs apart. 
Then on her knees, butt in the air, by back arched to give him access. 


Her only regret was that she wouldn't be able to see his face. But she felt him, oh yes. The first thrust into 
her drenched center made her whine like he'd said he'd do, if she'd denied him. He jolted into her with more 
power than she'd have credited, and he was fucking loud. Guttural and liquid at the same time, gibberish vowel 


sounds emanated from Josh, just as musically as she'd imagined. 


Unlike that semi-polite discourse over her lady bits, this was intercourse, raunchy and deep-seated. He fit - 
barely. The friction of stretched opening and stretched walls gripping him reflexively sent sparks along nerve 
endings there and to every receptive part of her, again and again. There was still some sense of disbelief 
though she'd been there for hours, possibly because she couldn't see him: Josh fucking Kiszka was plowing her 
like that? It was fucking alright, like churning butter and the spin cycle feeding a tornado. One then two hands 
gripped her hips tight as Josh unleashed upon her. Skin hitting skin in a steady, bounding pace. Cool air, but for 
the heat inside her and around the back of her. 


There wasn't anything much for her to do but brace herself and take it. So satisfying, to let herself build and 
come, relax then build and and come again in no predictable pattern as he rode her hard. It was the fervent 
striving she was getting off on more than anything: knowing that Josh needed release so bad it turned him half 
animal, and that he wanted it with her. 


Maybe more like, he couldn't help it. Sex could be tender and all that, but that wasn't how either of them 
wanted it apparently. Their sweaty skin smacked together, halfway between a slow clap and applause. His balls 
swung and plumped against her. Delicious! He kept shoving her knees wider apart with his own knees between, 
reaching forward to push her shoulders down to the mattress. Her boobs got semi-crushed under her in that 
position; her hair flopped around her face. The prickly hairs on his legs and groin made her skin itch. It didn't 
matter, she pushed back against him and moaned, "ngh, ngh, nngh, fuck!" 


"Oh my god yes, take it.. all of it." Although he was covered by the condom, she still felt the pulses and 
higher heat when he shot his load A howl of combined ecstasy and pain rose from behind her, one of his 
neighbor's dogs bayed in return Frankly, Laurel was surprised that Josh didn't cry out his brother's name - 
she'd more or less invited him to do so. His wordless song of love was one she'd probably never forget, though 
even if she'd been a singer she'd never have been able to replicate it. Maybe it had been too much for his 
guitarist twin, he who let his man-made wood-and-metal instrument speak for him. Josh released his essence 


and his voice as one. 


An instinctual thing on her part - feeling and hearing him come gave her the greatest head rush, though she 
was tapped out of orgasms by then 


Soon he slipped out. They moved to their sides, facing, saying nothing. Laurel considered synonyms for the word 
‘song’, and how many would fit what she's heard. Many: aria, lay, tune, psalm.. anthem. And how many of them 
had already been used by Greta during Josh's tenure as its lead vocalist..? Suddenly Laurel was glad thoughts 
were private, between her flight of fancy and the word association It made her feel immature, mooning over 
casual sex. She blamed the oxytocin flooding her bloodstream for that. 


"What were you just thinking about?" Josh queried, very softly. The fingers that had been inside her and had 
probably left bruises where he'd pulled at her while they fucked caressed her cheek. 


"You don't even want to know.. well.. " She barely knew him, yet she'd gone there already - gone all the way. 


Time to redirect. "Did you hear that dog howling, when you..” 


That got her an eye roll, but otherwise Josh didn't move, save his fingers. "There's always some mutt trying 
to keep up!" 


Now didn't that sound cryptic? And vaguely insulting. "Always?" 
| mean, yanno, if | happen to be outside." 
Her curiosity got the best of her. "Does that happen a lot around here?" 


That thing he'd done before, focusing hard to enclose them in a tiny, temporary alternate reality, happened 
again. "No, no. I'd kinda forgot about the damn dog TBH But, um, we should get dressed, dontcha think?" 


Right. She was getting chilled now that they weren't all horned up and moving. So.. Dressed, and then she'd need 
to make an exit. This sort of encounter wasn't unheard of, sure, but Laurel had never made a practice of it 
and hadn't done it in years. Awkward. She squinted up at the sky. Early evening didn't count as walk of shame. 
There was that. She wasn't ashamed, though. Wouldn't have done it if she'd suspected it would ping that 


emotion. 


"Stay for dinner? Ill cook. I've got lots more wine we can taste," Josh invited, still as stone. His eyes almost.. 
begged. That was the last thing she'd expected. He must be really lonely. Desperation wasn't attractive, but he 


was, and Laurel knew after only half a second's consideration that if their positions were somehow reversed 
she'd be doing the exact same thing. Besides, he'd said ‘dinner’ not ‘slumber party’. Besides that, she still had a 
story to finish. 


"| accept" 


Seven 
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Laurel had been right: she did not want to put her panties on after the workout she - or maybe more 
accurately, Josh - had - put them through earlier. Once on her feet, she pulled her skirt to rights but 
surreptitiously folded and slipped the damp, crumpled fabric into her bag. Occupied with his own clothes, Josh 
was facing a different direction when she did it, but she wondered if he saw it peripherally, the way his eyes 
darted sideways. 


Though it wasn't far to the back door, she slid her uncallused feet back into her sandals to walk across grass 
and gravel. She offered to leave the sandals inside the door, where a pair of Birkenstocks and some other flat 


men's shoes lined up on a low wooden shelf. Josh nodded. "It's customary here more than back h-back in the 


States, and I've kind of adopted it," he commented. 


The interior of the house was much darker than outside now and Josh didn't seem to be inclined to turn on 
any lamps. Laurel's eyes quickly adjusted Memorabilia was limited to crates of vinyl stacked by the stereo and 
a few arty posters. No Greta Van Fleet trappings - the noticeable lack of personal photos piqued her interest. 
Those items must be elsewhere in the house. Although Josh had invited her to stay for dinner, she wasn't 
sure what the rest of the evening might entail. If at all possible, she needed to get much more out of him, in 
terms of print-worthy material. To that end, she asked if she could charge her tablet and was pointed to the 


nearest outlet. When travelling, she never forgot adapters having learned that lesson early in her career. 


The unspoken question of when and how she would leave hovered. On her own two feet and then in her rental 
car to be sure. Mutual desire could spike again. Or not. The resulting activities would take up more than three 
minutes of her time if the previous encounter was any indication More immediately, would she like his sort of 
food, certainly vegan? No use getting squeamish about it. As long as it wasn't tofu, which she couldn't stand 


the texture of, she'd deal. 


True to his word, Josh led her to the kitchen and began taking out saucepans, flipping on light switches first. 
The appliances were definitely European, half the size of their American counterparts other than the tempered 
glass stove top, which was set into the counter. 


"If you want to.. what is it that women say, freshen up? There's a bathroom in there," he pointed to a door. 
There was no judgment in the offer. 


About to open her mouth to protest about the out-of-date phrase, Laurel rethought. Her hair probably looked 
like she'd been through a hurricane and face it, she needed to mop up downstairs. Nodding, she left her things 


on a kitchen chair and proceeded to the facilities, what would be called a half bath in the US. Intermittently 
eyeballing herself in the mirror over the sink, she did her best, performing something she'd heard referred to 
as a whore's bath. She'd sweated a lot. No way could she have imagined earlier in the day that she might need 


to ‘borrow’ some deodorant even if it meant smelling like a dude. 


When she returned, Josh had set various vegetables next to the stove and was busy at a cutting board. He 
had seen or sensed her movement and turned around, acknowledging her with a quick smile. "| cook for people 
quite a lot these days, what with the film crew folks coming around. They seem to like it; you don't have to 


worry about being served something inedible." 


Laurel doubted Josh could read minds, but she startled a bit - internally - at his statement. "Want any help?" 


she asked. Olive oil was set to low heat in one of the pans. 


“Sure. Would you dig out a kettle from under there for me, about yay big," he gestured to a cupboard below 
the sink, and then circled his hands to about twice their normal reach. Laurel blinked at her body's reaction to 
his fingers.. again. And so soon. "Fill it about two thirds full and set it to boil," finished Josh. 


"You want me to boil water?" Laurel chuckled. "Is that all you think | can do?" 


"After that you can either fillet this perch," he jabbed the point of his knife toward a piece of raw fish resting 


on butcher paper, "or slice mushrooms. But really, | was just looking for an excuse to see you bend over." 
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"Oh!" She hadn't been expecting that, although when he'd propositioned her before, it hadn't been very adult- 
like either. "Is that so? Well I'll have you know, I'm going commando at the moment" Laurel sidled toward the 


sink. "| assumed you're vegan. Vegans don't eat fish, do they?" 


"Nothing | haven't seen before." Josh was grinning like a loon as he dodged another question. The dimple in his 


left cheek indented to full sail. 


"Josh.. we are not having sex in your kitchen" By now the teenaged level of innuendo didn't even faze Laurel. 
From what she recalled, his former band didn't sing about love that much, nor about sex either. Sure, he 


hadn't been celibate but he must still be making up for however many intervening dry spells in that regard. 


"No way. That's unsanitary!" The comment was purely sarcastic, with an accompanying fake-shocked expression 
Josh beaded on her somewhere below the neck. "Did you wash your hands in there?" The chef's knife waved in 


the direction of the bathroom. 


Laurel took a deliberate step back, mostly for show. "Um, yeah. And some other parts," she flung back. "Did 
you?" Turning away from her host, she bent over in front of the cabinet, rummaging around exaggeratedly, 
letting the metal pots and pans clang together. She heard the knife being set down carefully and then there 


was warmth against her backside, hands on her haunches. 


"You better stop that before you burn the oil" No surprise, she could feel what he was packing but Josh 


wasn't hard, maybe ‘interested’. It was Too soon anyway. Her stomach growled. 


‘Oh yeah?" There was definite movement and pressure. But then he stepped back. "Nah, you're right of 


course.” 


By then Laurel had the specified kettle in her hands. Careful not to bump her head, she stood up with it, filling 
it at the sink. What the hell, she might as well put it out there. It would be stupid to waste the opportunity to 
be with someone as good as him. He was a ‘good person’; it was something she just sensed. Good at pleasing a 
woman, too - more than good, though he could not have been completely satisfied. It wasn't only her lack of a 
penis. They gelled just fine. Could probably be good friends. Even now, she felt languid, her knees a little 
rubbery. Her mouth watered. "I wanna, though. After dinner, if we're still in the mood. Aight? Now make your 
hands smell like fish and I'll handle the shiitake." 


Josh laughed. "You said it, not me!" 


The rest of the cooking process was uneventful. Josh poured them each a glass of a different vintage of wine 
and did most of the work. It was kind of nice, Laurel reflected. She wasn't much of a cook, herself. Friends and 
colleagues that she'd gathered over the years, she never invited to her place, which was tiny and not on a 
well-traveled path, a trade-off for being able to afford the rent without a roommate. Instead, they socialized 
in restaurants, bars, or did other activities with those up for things like movies or live theater, galleries, 
museums, botanical gardens and such. When she was alone, cold cereal and take-out were staples. Giving an 
impromptu explanation of different forms of veganism as opposed to pescetarianism, Josh pan-fried the 
veggies and fish. Simultaneously, he whipped up a sauce, then plated their food in the kitchen, another practice 
she wasn't accustomed to. They carried their dishes into the next room, where a banquette was tucked into a 


corner next to a bookshelf. 


The ingredients had turned into a risotto laden with chopped and pan-fried squash, mushroom, onion and 
spinach, with crispy mini fish fillets on top. The sauce was neither tomato- nor chicken stock-based, she 
couldn't quite place it. Bread accompanied the dish, surprisingly. "From a vegan bakery one town over," Josh told 


her when she praised his meal. 


Once gastronomic hunger was assuaged, Laurel fetched her tablet and mike and attempted to steer the 
conversation back around to interview questions. "People always used to ask you what you were listening to. It's 


been years. So.. Who are you listening to these days?" 


Josh rattled off some names, a couple vaguely familiar but most, Laurel didn't know from Adam. She would 
have to research them. "German bands? European, in any case? | take it you discovered them while you were 


living here." 


"Guess you never heard of them?" Josh narrowed his eyes at her and Laurel admitted it. “They're from 
everywhere. | like a plethora of styles these days. When | like, landed here, | had a lot of time on my hands. 
Spent weeks, months, listening to samples of this and that online. Check them out. Days of the New, for 


example - that's acoustic rock, early Nineties. They were younger than we - Greta - were when they put out 


their first album. They also fell apart. Sad" 


Laurel nodded. While Josh never expressed any regret about leaving, he had sympathy for another band's 


demise. "Are Fleet Foxes and John Denver still in rotation?" 


‘Oh yes, always. One, | called my hero, my musical hero at least. The other, well, nostalgia. They put out an 
album about the time that | took myself out of the music scene." 


"When you dropped off the face of the earth, you mean" 
Josh countered, "Out of the public eye." 


Already, Laurel was digging at that nerve that she'd resolved not to touch again "Right," she nodded. ‘Yes, and... 
the key to improv. And clothed-mouthed little peacocks. "The fans, myself included, not only wondered what 
happened to you and if you were still alive and if so, in what condition, but if you would ever make a 
reappearance. Now that I've found you alive and well, it begs the question: will you ever return to the United 


States?" 


Josh answered indirectly, tapping his fingertips on the birchwood tabletop, otherwise sitting very still. It was a 
noticeable change from his expansive hand-waving earlier, and the often-manic personality of his early 
twenties. "I never had plans to. Not for more than short visits, which | keep procrastinating. Here, people don't 
care much about who | used to be. Over there, even in some obscure compound or unassuming farmhouse in 
one of the flyover states, I'd be hounded day and night. At least reporters aren't camping in front of my 


parents’ house anymore." 


"Well." Laurel had to admit he was probably right. "| guess.. I'd have a hard time never seeing my family and 


friends. You seem to have made peace with it, though." 


| had to - it was that or wallow in a lot of unhealthy thought patterns. In spite of what you might think it 
wasn't easy, not at all, walking away from all that. Everything and everyone." The significant look told Laurel he 
was mainly speaking of one person "Along the way, | had adventures and made new friends, proving to myself 
that | was fine on my own. My library of works is growing - this little group and | have made more than a 
dozen short films and a full-length one. Not high school throwaway shit. Nowadays," another colloquial word, 
"the prospect of waiting for however many more years to join the human race again seems asinine. My 


mother's not happy with me, either," he grinned crookedly. 


"No, | suppose not" The woman who had raised him would wish for his success and especially his happiness. 


"How do you keep unhealthy thoughts at bay - meditation? Prayer?" 


In her line of work, she'd caught that look before, the one saying she'd better not continue that line of 
questioning. Yet he'd volunteered a lot more specific details earlier. Josh compressed his lips into a thin line and 


shook his head. 


"Time out." To emphasize, she made the accompanying hand sign. "By ‘unhealthy thoughts’ | was referring to, in 
generic terms, the negative self-sabotaging crap that most humans have to fight against. Fear, guilt, shame, 
depression, anxiety, that sort of thing." 


"Aren't those more feelings than thoughts? But then if you look deeper, anxiety and depression can't always be 
explained away as feelings." Josh looked as if he'd say more, but then shut his mouth with another head-shake. 


This interview was about to take a jump off a high, steep cliff if Laurel couldn't word it in what he found 
acceptable terms. "l'm not here to debate the latest version of the DSM. I'm asking what works for you to 
keep your sanity." 


"Who says | am... sane?" 


"Well are you?" 


Eight 


"Is this where we reiterate that artistic types tend to be some degree of crazy?" Josh paused, staring into 
her eyes; it was hypnotic, and unnerving, not at all like before. The hairs on Laurel's arms rose. Were fangs 
about to drop or his burnt sienna-colored eyes turn a glowing red? Maybe he'd just invade her mind rather 
than her body. Almost deliberately, he blinked, then coughed into his hand, and the moment was broken. "That 
goes without saying, amiright? | always wanted to stick it in everyone's face, | just wasn't allowed to put it in 


those terms. When we - Greta - were getting there, well, you know the story.’ 
Now she did, mostly. "So what'll your epitaph say?" 


Josh looked faintly disgusted by that. “That's some question Is it in your usual repertoire of things you ask 
people you just shagged?" Laurel narrowed her eyes at his choice of euphemism but before she could question 


it he stalled, "Gimme a minute...” 


"How about this instead: you could tell me the sequence of events when you left. Day by day, hour by hour." 


Laurel shifted in her seat to lock eyes with him, letting her crocheted covering slip down one shoulder. 


His expression said he knew what was up, and a moment later he reached over and hooked a finger in the open 
yarn pattern, touching her skin as he drew it back to its previous placement. If she'd meant to tempt him into 
revealing more, Laurel found herself outplayed and nearly missed his next few words. "A few days after the 
new year, 2022, | left. Suddenly | couldn't take one more day of everyone else's domestic bliss, eating and 
drinking and pass the baby. Yeah, yeah, it isn't right, | know. We'd spent the holidays at home. The house was 
full to bursting night and day with four generations. Things were piling up. Pressure to ‘settle down’, to be 
something other than what | am. Same shit people have inflicted on young men, probably women, too, since the 
beginning of time. | couldn't sleep for shit. Add to that, my health and voice issues. The next day we were 
supposed to fly back to Nashville to plan the next tour, | called an Uber - yes, they have them in 
Frankenmuth, we're not Philistines - at O-Dark-Hundred and got a ride all the way to Ann Arbor. I'd already 
withdrawn a lot of cash and | had creatively obtained a fake ID. Had turned my phone off and disabled the GPS 
the second the front door shut behind me; | wasn't worried about being noticed. They have a decent little 
airport if you plan in advance and from there, Denver, LA, Hawaii, Fiji. That's a mecca for the filthy rich, the 
famous and infamous, you know. Cut my hair short as soon as the jetlag wore off. Hung there a few days to 
get my bearings. A few days became a few weeks, and | decided to check out New Zealand. Then came what | 


told you about, before.” 


Laurel's eyebrows crawled up her forehead, but all in all was it really that crazy? She'd never had a reason to 


want to escape her life to such an extent so who was she to judge? "Did you leave a note?" she managed. 


"Yes. | wouldn't have but they'd probably have called the cops and reported me as a missing person It said 
something to the effect of, I'm done with this phase, go on without me." 


Without being prompted, Josh went back to her former question "I won't have a tombstone, | plan to be 
cremated. If there's ever a memorial, if any of humanity is still around, it would say something like... Here lies 
the memory of Josh Kiszka.. whose light went out too soon" He raised an eyebrow, letting Laurel know he was 


harkening back to her comments surrounding her choice of lane. 


"A little depressing.” When she thought about it, this Josh wasn't the ball of frenetic, chaotic energy she half- 
remembered and had somewhat expected to meet. Instead of geeking out over his short list of discovered 
bands or directorial style influences, they'd taken a sharp left turn into psychology 10l. He no longer spoke in a 
manner far too old for his years nor voluntarily tossed out half a dictionary's worth of spelling bee words to 


express himself. 
"No. That could be next year or sixty years from now so.. Realistic. Or perhaps fatalistic.” 
"Not phantasmagorical?" Lauren smiled crookedly. 


Josh returned the expression in kind "You remember that, huh? Then we, mostly me, went through a phase 


where everything was ‘orgasmic'.” 


She did, although probably not as specifically as Josh. "Nothing like getting out from under mommy and daddy 
to let your freak flag fly, huh?" 


"Hm, well.” 


That last was another misstep, so she tried again. "Forget | said that. Before, with Greta Van Fleet, your 


message was peace, love and unity. What message do you want to convey now?" 


"Those three little words were the band's theme." He placed the emphasis on band, separating himself. ‘Three 
little words' was also laden with subtext. "Although obviously | was there for its inception and creation. Like | 
said earlier, | won't return to it. Who needs a message, anyway? Its no better than labeling yourself. Art is 


art." 


"You haven't said anything yet regarding what your films are about" He was a slippery one alright, but Laurel 
hadn't let that slide by her. "Not simply sheer insanity or hedonism..?" 


"You don't grow up in a small town in the Midwest without being exposed to some sort of preaching, yanno? 


That's not an approach | care to take." 


Maybe not that year. "So then what? Smoke ‘em if you got ‘em?" Laurel prodded. "One doesn't spend so much 


effort and time on a project without saying something to summarize." 


"Sure. | have no intention of spending all my time getting baked, though.’ Somehow Laurel doubted he'd never 
partake again. "Do your thing, be free, be happy.. as much as you can, for as long as you can. Let out 
whatever's inside, but don't let anyone, anyone, tell you what that is. It's true, you know, that the lead vocalist 


gets the bulk of the attention We, my brothers and |, had been raised in a certain way as far as how we 
expressed ourselves. | came off a great deal more erudite and highbrow than | really was, like | belonged in an 
earlier decade. All that wasn't me. It took me years to figure that out after." The eyes that flicked away bore 
a degree of hauntedness, like anyone who'd lost something and learned lessons in no easy way. "Now, l'm more 
about texture, the juxtaposition of people. Who did it before me or who did it best is irrelevant." 


Laurel had decided not to reference or outright ask about his twin again: salt, wound. But now that it was out 
there, Josh kept dancing around the subject. He needed to talk about it, but she was no shrink so she 


sidestepped. "Will you pursue an actual career in the film industry, then? Or music again, in the future?" 
"l'm not so sure that I'd pursue anything It's better to simply be, and let the Universe take you where it will” 


Rhat, Laurel supposed, was fine for those who could afford to be cavalier about life's daily grind. There must 
be some bank account somewhere with royalties still coming in. She'd never come close to that. Still, she 
couldn't help but scoff internally a little bit. It wasn't a former and/or future rockstar's flightiness. Josh had 
determined.. what? "How so?" Laurel's tone of voice said that she disagreed. "Is this where | ask you what 


sacrifices you've made for your art and was it worth it?" 


"Sure it was. My history may not be socially acceptable in some regards," the thick eyebrows quirked," but it's 
mine. | lived through it and the aftermath and now, | can do whatever | like, artistically speaking and otherwise. 
Perhaps | should begin a new, ' nother chapter of my life today. Well, tomorrow." Josh shifted in his seat, his 
knee appearing above the edge of the table, the acute angle accentuated by the stripes of his pants. Just the 


short statement seemed to make him more animated, embers within glowing. 


"You're unbelievable. Gonna give up the hermetic lifestyle just like that, huh?" Hypotheticals were all well and 
good. Laurel assumed it was hypothetical, anyway. 


"It would appear so. Temporarily, at least. I'd take a change of clothes and a select few cameras. Put that in 


your story. | can always come back here or go somewhere else,’ Josh added with a shrug. 


"People would recognize you, you know," Laurel pointed out. Surely he wasn't going to oversimplify such things, 
not with how he'd gone on about public recognition earlier. "What if you got mobbed? Were you planning to 


pack a security detail in your carry-on?"o 


Josh chuckled and helped himself to another piece of bread to mop up the sauce at the bottom of his dish. 
"Not so much. | have my ways. Time-honored traditions like shades, a hat, different clothes... none of the 
fanbase has seen my hair like this. I'd be fine.” 


"You don't get out much, | take it. How do you stand being cooped up? You and your band - former band - 


were always super-busy.' 


"Too busy. Anyone who's survived fame," he made air quotes around the word, "had to learn that skill. Those 


of us in entertainment, I'd say it's the worst for us. | don't venture out a lot, no. Everything | need is right 


here or it can be delivered" 
"Everything" Yes, she was being suggestive. 


"For a long time, it was like.. | didn't want to interact. With anyone. By interact, | mean | didn't want to hook up 


or have a relationship." Again, ‘a long time’ was subjective. 

"Speaking of.. Greta always had lots of dogs - the canine variety - around. I'm not seeing any pets. What 
gives?" It probably wasn't very nice, but then who could even touch the supreme beauty of a Kiszka in his 
generation, and their drummer of course, but she kept that in. 

"I sometimes foster dogs. Short term, though, till they find homes. A few days, maybe a few weeks. The 
licensing and veterinary schedule and all that here is obnoxious, if you own pets. No thanks. Besides, it was 
always in the back of my mind that some day I'd probably cut and run.. and here | am." 

"Here you are," Laurel repeated, though she didn't really believe it. "You don't have time to grow a beard. Still 
have your nice thick, black, fake porn'stache from the old pics?" Laurel deadpanned, watching Josh's face run 


through the sequence of questioning to comprehension. At the last, his eyes sparked merrily. 


"Don't remind me! Speaking of beard.. and porn." Now the unruly eyebrows gave a suggestive little waggle. The 
slightest slip of pink tongue darted across Josh's lips. 


It proved impossible not to grin, for all that Laurel knew it was in some part a distraction maneuver. He'd 
better be okay with artistic license at this rate. "Oh right, wait till after dinner for sex. | almost forgot. So are 


we done.. with dinner | mean, or you got some fro-yo hidden somewhere?" 


Josh called bullshit to her taunt, saying, “If we're still in the mood’ | believe were the exact words. How are 


you feeling about that, Laurel, right about now?" 
"lm into it.” Casual words. Her pulse rate hitched up a few beats. 


"Great! Fantastic!" Looking at the dishes on the table, he said eagerly, "Ill clean up this mess and the kitchen 
later. Much later." 


"Cool. Where's your bedroom? Upstairs?" That sort of ‘suspend your disbelief! feeling like before washed over 


Laurel again. It made her bold. 
"Oh, so not over the dinner table either?" Josh was clearly contemplating it. 
"Hm, | was thinking a large, flat, cushioned surface - indoors - might be best for multiple positions." 


A blink, blown pupils, and Josh was out of the booth And up on his bare feet, beckoning her to follow. 


Nine 


Author's Notes: 
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“Ambitious. | can think of a few I'd like, as long as at least one of them has you on top.” Already they'd climbed 
halfway up the stairs. 


"ts all good unless you use the word that describes a female vaquero," Laurel told him lightly. She didn't know 
why that particular slang bugged her so much. "Although l'm only adverse to the euphemism, not the action" 


Josh turned around as he reached the second - or first in Europe - floor and replied, eyes snapping, "So no," 
he clapped his hand across his mouth for a second, muffling a word or two, "for you? Not forward or 


reverse?" 
"Oh, I'll do it. Just without the word association" 
"You allergic to.. horses?" Josh showed his teeth. Pretty obvious size reference. 


Laurel recalled pictures online of him and his former band going riding, Western style. She'd never been. "Nah. 
Its like.. you and the things you'd rather not talk about. Horses are beautiful and powerful but they terrify 


me. 
"Really? But | don't?" 


"Nope." Although Josh could be a bit unnerving, "You don't outweigh me by a thousand pounds and | wouldn't 


expect a tantrum from you." 
"Duly noted!" There was a pause and slight sarcasm in his response but he didn't ask for details. 
It threw neither of them off their mission 


Josh's bedroom was off one end of the upstairs landing, lit by the last sunlight of the day, mostly neat with 
the bed even made. The warm orange glow of the sunset painted patterns through the windowpanes onto the 
slanted ceiling. Later, Laurel blamed her spotty memory of the next hour? two? on the wine. Realistically 


speaking, the overall experience may have been too much to process all at once. 
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Without a word, Josh undressed where he stood, pulling his shirt by the neck over his head, shaking out his 
hair, untying the striped pants' drawstring at the waist and sliding them down his legs, leaving his clothes on 


the floor. Too fascinated to do likewise, Laurel looked him up and down and could see he was already half hard. 
As with earlier, the contrasts between pale skin, tanned skin, blood-darkened skin and even darker bits of hair 
became more exaggerated with full exposure. His smooth upper body tapered down to legs on the short side, 
even for him. If he'd have been a woman, he'd have had child-bearing hips; she used to think the same of his 
youngest brother, once he'd lost his teenaged skinniness. They were curvaceous creatures, more on the 
masculine side of androgyny. All of Josh's limbs were lightly muscled but not ripped. He put a hand on his belly 
and grinned. ‘Goddamn, what a snack,' she thought to herself. 


"You're staring, you know," Josh told her. From the sound of it, he hardly minded. He approached to where she 
still stood by the door to the room so energetically that one wouldn't think he'd had a full meal and several 
glasses of wine in the last couple of hours, other than his cheeks had flushed. Under heavy lids, his eyes had 
gone nearly black yet sheened, but that could have been arousal. "Everything alright?" 


Laurel raked her gaze over him. "More than alright, I'd say.’ 
"Mind if | take a quick shower?" Josh asked. 


Torn between having to wait to touch that body and the reality of unwashed genitalia, including hers, Laurel 
winked, "That's fine.. can | help?" 


"As long as you don't try to help too much." Josh looked down his body at his burgeoning hard-on and back at 
her. In spite of his playful dialogue when it came to sex, Laurel recalled some of what he'd said earlier on the 


same subject and had come to the conclusion that he didn't actually take it too lightly. 
"| won't touch it. Promise!” she told him and cracked a grin, herself. 


"Is that so?" came a maple-bourbon drawl she couldn't feature on someone from the upper reaches of the 


Midwest. "Betcha can't help yourself." 
“Betcha | can" 


Maybe not beg but she made him whine, washing him from neck to knees as quick but thoroughly as she 
dared. The reports of him and his brothers not bothering to bathe much of the time were either heresy or a 
thing of the past - he didn't stink too bad. That didn't keep Laurel's shower gel-slippery fingers off his balls or 
away from his asscrack, which got a thorough soaping and rinsing, nor out of his armpits, where she got to 
play with the wet hair for a moment. When she didn't go for his pride and joy even when his body language 
hinted, Josh protested, "You just fingered my asshole yet you don't wanna provide a little friction where | most 
need it..2" 


"Wanna, but don't wanna have any.. prematurity." Actually Laurel was dying to wrap her hand or mouth around 
the rigid, upright flesh. Instead, she stuck to tracing the arch of his lower back and thumbing the rose-brown 
tips on his subtle pecs, breathing against the side of his neck. 


lm not 22 anymore. But fine, point taken." Josh stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel for each of 
them. Definitely in a hurry, they returned to his room leaving a trail of drips and footprints. Josh produced a 
condom packet from a dresser drawer and tossed it on a pillow. Once they were reasonably dry, he guided her 
onto his full-sized bed and proceeded to wiggle around on it in no discernable pattern or rhythm. Trying to 
follow him was too frustrating and she took control. Like the old Chili Peppers song said, she sucked his kiss - 
his mouth, his tongue, his teeth, his lips, whatever whim or sensation-seeking contact bade her. Then she 
rolled him on his back and sucked another part of him. The recent shower had left him with almost no 
discernable scent - at first. She couldn't get all the way down till she'd concentrated and swallowed against the 


aggressive phallus a few times, jaw wedged open wide and air blocked. 


Careful to avoid hitting the delicate, tight skin with teeth, she eventually got her lips around him down to the 
root. He responded like he was taking a slow swim through jello, totally unselfconscious in languorous writhes. 
There was time now to explore what was in front of her eyes, under her hands, many different tastes and 
textures, from his furry lower legs to the jutting, curved planes of his hipbones. Was there any other person 
made to such perfection? One at least, if memory served. However, she couldn't quite summon the images 
from years ago when low-rise jeans were in fashion Lips sex-puffed parted and articulated silent sounds only 


he could hear. 


On her knees, between his thighs, she brought him close like he'd done to her without letting him finish. "So 
good," he moaned again and again, every time she tightened her lips or licked up his sweet drizzle. Laurel nearly 
recited some other choice lyrics but decided against it. Letting him run with his subconscious seemed the 


better option. She wanted his truth. Besides, her mouth was full. 


She ran her tongue under the thinned lip of his foreskin. There, there was the reaction she was after: Josh's 
mouth wide open and emitting moans from low in his chest. Little squeals as his hips rolled. His chest rising and 


falling rapidly, another layer of sweat broken out on his abdomen. 


His legs spread wider till she could see his hole, half-hidden, clenching and unclenching. Why ask what he wanted 
when she knew what he needed? Saliva had slithered down his crack. Laurel followed the trail with her fingertip 
till she could tickle his rim, which exuded more intense heat than just skin or even his mouth. "Spit's alright in 

a pinch, but you got any lube?" Laurel pushed into the center a few millimeters, stopping immediately when 


Josh tensed, amending, "If you're into that." 

"Goddamn right | am! Fuck, | wish you had a dick!" 

Well that was a foregone conclusion. "So do |, Josh; so do |" Rather than apologize for her gender, Laurel 
decided to run with the fantasy. She flicked out her tongue to swipe at his balls and was pleased to hear a 
gasp of ‘yes! follow in her wake. As she licked, the orbs condensed and pulled up. "I would slide it in so deep, 


open up that tight little hole and pound you till you nut all over yourself” 


"Would you now?" Josh groaned, mellifluous and gritty. He pushed his thighs apart further yet. 


"Mm-hm... got any toys around here?" No answer, and she didn't blame Josh - it was a very personal question 
on several levels. Laurel took one testicle into her mouth while the standard blasphemies flew from his. After 
a moment of very gentle sucking, she gathered herself and took the other in, as well. Josh let out an urgent, 
desperate noise. When she glanced up, his mouth hung open, eyes half-lidded like he was stoned. His ribs 
expanded and contracted rapidly, less so his abdomen. She'd have grinned like a Cheshire cat under other 


circumstances. 


The twin mass filled her mouth but luckily, there wasn't much hair. Laurel licked around the egg shapes, lightly 
sucked, then pulled down with tightened lips - again, taking care not to hurt him. Josh's lower body froze, so 
she let his balls slide out of her mouth. "Sorry, did | make you nervous?" she asked, not wanting to use words 


like ‘scare’ or ‘fear’. 


‘Its okay. Wasn't ready for that." Simple unexpected surprise, or because they didn’t really know each other? 
Laurel didn't ask. In the shower, he hadn't seemed to object to the possibility of her fingering him, but Josh 
hadn't told her where to find lube yet. Probably in the drawer of one of the nightstands, neither of which 
were within easy reach. Instead of pulling away to search, Laurel let saliva drip into the first two digits of her 


right hand. 


"I know what you're after, but no," Josh told her in a firm voice, getting up on his elbows. His eyes did not 


waver. "Your nails are a little too long." 


"Oh." Now that was an issue that had never crossed Laurel's mind. Her face suddenly burned hot. "Damn, | 


really wanted to massage your prostate." 
"Massage my..°" giggled Josh, his curls bouncing. "It's not as simple as that.” 


"Hm, now where did | hear that before?" Laurel asked dubiously. The declined offer wasn't quite the proverbial 


ice water, but she felt awkward as hell about how to proceed. 


Again, Josh caught the reference. "You mean, shortly before we fucked?" He had wilted slightly in the last two 
exchanges but the word seemed to set fire to him. When Josh flexed his hips, his erection swelled and shaded 


to a rich purple. 


‘Mm-hm. Well then, why don't | just... if its okay.." Laurel moved slowly so there'd be plenty of time if Josh 
didn't like where she was going: Down. Till her chin touched the sheet. Leading with her tongue, she followed the 
raised seam of fused skin under his sac till she reached the edge of his tiny pucker. "You have the cutest 
little O-ring," she murmured. Josh let out another high-pitched giggle, cut off when the licking began in 


earnest. 


More hitches in Josh's breath matched the random jerks and flexes of his hips. Laurel pushed his leq up and 
gripped it under the knee to keep it raised. The exposed muscular ring tightened, then abated, responding to 
each lick individually, minutely, overall opening up. Laurel gave no thought to where she was, nor of taste or 


scent since she had washed him herself. Sliding her tongue in experimentally, a series of little growls 


encouraged her to plunge in a few more times. Drool filled her mouth and she didn't even try to stop it from 
running. 


"Hey! Laurel?" Josh was trembling, on the verge of wrecked. He wiggled upward just out of reach and declined 
to allow her to go on. "Can't believe you did that for mel" What he failed to notice or state was that she had 
done it for herself, too. "I fucking want you right fucking now - get up here and ride me!" The imperative 


demand accompanied body and eye language that was less commanding, more supplication. 


Taking the words as permission, Laurel crawled up the naked male body and straddled him while Josh fiddled 
with taking the condom out of its wrapper and then unrolling lit over himself. Watching a man handling his dick 
never got old. She didn't know what prompted her to say, "Believe me, this isn't how my interviews usually 
end." 


"Oh, but sometimes, huh?" he winked, both hands gliding up her thighs. 


"Rarely! Not since you were probably just out of high school. You do the math." Laurel rose up just enough to 
mount him and slide down, down, down. "Fuck..!" she groaned, guttural. Demanding response triggers in her pelvic 


cavity sparked a billion nerve fibers, she clenched and squirmed trying to satisfy every one of them. 


Fully undressed with her bra off, unlike the first go-around, Laurel guided Josh's hands up her torso. When 
they'd done it outside, Josh had never grabbed her hard enough to bruise and so it was again. His touch was 
delicate enough to shiver her, and her ripples, already hardened from the cooler air after the shower, stung 


as they pulled tighter under his fingers. 


She did as he asked and rode him - it was all for Josh. His rhythm from below was, in a word, straightforward 
now that they were climbing to a goal. Stimulation of skin, the thrust-bounce-twist of their hips stirred more 
than just the instinct to rut. It felt good, but she needed to change angle and really root to get his dick to 
push against her g-spot and the internal structures of her clit to maximize her pleasure. "Please, please god 
yeah," she moaned. The noise she was making fueled the ruckus in her pelvis, which she now pushed forward 
and back till the crescendo exploded into delicious spasms. She knew she must look ridiculous, head dropped back 
and mouth open wide, and didn't care. 


When he gripped her arms and made to flip them over, Laurel went along with it readily, loving again the feel 
of him driving into her, his naked body working with hers toward his own pleasure. Unexpectedly, Josh dipped 
his head down. It was a mutual offering of lips and tongues, not so sweet now but not devoid of humanity, not 
sheer animalism. He let his weight rest on her, the smooth acceleration of his hips pressing her into the 
mattress. Every few thrusts, he'd look into her eyes, but never held her gaze for long. 


He wasn't as noisy as earlier. Her responses muted a little, too. Damn the passing of time, when doing it all 
night with the same intensity every time was just a memory. But they got there. Josh's yowls to the ceiling 


proclaimed it. 


Some might have called Laurel something less than a liberated woman for not coming with him then. She didn't 


need it; she'd had plenty compared to what she considered ‘real life’ 


After, Laurel let herself fall to the side while Josh dealt with removing and tying off the condom. She didn't 
avoid looking at that process, either. They lay motionless for a few minutes side by side on their backs, just 
breathing. The lighting in the room had changed significantly, two long rectangles of purple-blue replacing the 
former brilliant colors on the slanted ceiling. Josh flopped over onto his belly, rose up on his elbows and looked 


over at her, inscrutable. 


"Been a long time since." Josh started and trailed off. Mouth left slightly ajar, he blinked the slowest blink ever. 
"I still cant believe you did that." 


In retrospect, Laurel barely could, either. It was either ballsy or stupid. "You seemed to like it. Has anyone... 
before?" Sure, it was impolite to ask about someone's history in bed, but she'd had her tongue in his ass and 
then he'd kissed her anyway so it couldn't get much cruder. 


‘Its been a long time." Whatever he considered a long time, Josh did not elaborate. "When are you going back?" 
He flicked his hair back from his face. The messy riot of long curls with the interspersed skinny braids draped 
over his shoulder and down his back. 


They were a little ways apart now. When Laurel glanced over; the angle allowed an unobstructed view of that 


unrepentantly, joyously round booty. "Do you mean back to my hotel, or to the US?" 
"The latter." 


Although more than familiar with its meaning, Laurel always said ‘the former and the latter’ inside her own 
head to make sure she understood what the speaker was referring to. "Tomorrow. My flight out of Frankfort 


International leaves at 4:05PM." 
"| could go with you. Upgrade you to first class. My treat. Um.. where's home to you?" a semi-sheepish 
expression washed over Josh's features, which Laurel was not surprised at. Most of her interviewees took no 


interest in her life. For those who did, it happened late in the game. That was par. Her job, after all, was to 


make the time all about them. 

'N-Y-C" 

"| kinda thought so. You've got that no bullshit attitude. Is that where you grew up?" 

"No, the Cincinnati area but I've lived there almost twenty years now. What will you do with yourself there?" 


"Anything. Everything. Loved the city when | was there," he squinted, looking inward, "in 2018. Never had any 


time to explore it then. Besides all the well-known landmarks, there must be many hidden treasures, 


neighborhoods." Laurel mm-hmied. "Other than LA, it's the film capital in the US, there's always that. Or | 


could go home for a while." 


Since Josh had brought up the article or at least her presence, laying there naked and covered in a thin film 
of shiny, drying sweat, gorgeous like that, Laurel decided to press her luck. "Fine with me, if you'll answer a 
few more questions.” She sat up, too. Unlike Josh, who seemed to have no qualms with his state of undress, 


she reached for her clothes, which she'd left on the floor next to the bed. 
A hand touched her upper arm. "Stay a while yet. If you want to." 


She smiled. She knew better than to warm up to someone who'd be in and out of her life as fast as her body 
but he was so charming, something he should have grown out of by the 30-year mark "At this rate, I'll never 
make it back to my hotel.” 


"Back to four monotone walls and a strange bed. | remember it well.” Squinching his face for a second, Josh 
went on, "I used to think | wanted my life to be one grand, spectacular adventure. And | still do. There's gotta 
be a better way to travel than tour buses, planes and hotels." 


"Not unless you happen to own a teleporter. A hotel room might not be home, but really, its not much smaller 
than my apartment. One person doesn't need that much space. Most hotels are boring, but they serve their 


purpose." 


"That they do. Is being alone so great?" the singer mused, as if the last five or six years of his life could be 


overlooked. 

"You tell me, Josh. Is it?" 

"Sometimes it's the only answer. ‘Til it isn't" 

Laurel didn't have a good rebuttal. She flinched when a knock on a downstairs door interrupted whatever she'd 


been about to say. Now, a premonition raising the hairs on her arms, she was grateful she'd put on some 


clothes. "Are you gonna get that?" 


Ten 
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Warning for this chapter: abrupt ending 


"| wasn't expecting anyone." Josh clearly didn't want to leave his bed just yet, but worked his way around to, 
"Real life calling." with a sigh. He got up, rummaged in a dresser drawer for a pair of shorts, picked up the 
shirt he'd worn earlier and covered himself. Laurel was sorry to say goodbye to his nude body. Unsure if she 
was supposed to follow him downstairs or not, she opted to do so and hurried to finish dressing. Whether he'd 
meant any of what he'd said about traveling with her remained to be seen, it might be easier to slip out 


unobtrusively and leave. 


Not surprisingly, Josh was faster on his feet. Another knock, louder, came from downstairs. About the time 
Laurel reached the bottom step, she heard the click-and-scrape of locks being turned and the door opening. 


Josh's gasp shredded the night air, the sound like the tearing of the temple veil. A moment later he uttered, 
"Jakel" The thump of a body being shoved against a wall vibrated through the entire ground floor. 


Not wanting to be an unwelcome observer to whatever was about to go down, Laurel retreated to the living 
room to find her sandals and gather her electronics. Lucky for her, there was enough light to see the outlines 
of furniture. She pulled the adapter out of the wall outlet but didn't bother to disconnect the power cord or 
mike from the tablet. 


Her bag was not where she remembered leaving it. As she felt along the bench seat of the banquette, she 
could hear what was going on in the front entry. Clumsy from orgasms and the need to get out of there, 
Laurel gave up on stuffing the electronic components in their carrier or her purse and grabbed everything in 
an awkward, near-painful death grip. The only thing to do was let herself out the sliding glass door in back. 


What she hadn't anticipated was that the pane allowed her to observe - dimly and only for a moment - two 
near-identical men joined at the lips, grinding against each other. Fuck! Jake must not even have registered her 
presence. She slid the glass aside and stepped out. Too hurried to bother plus having no way to lock the door 
from the outside, she left it open. Josh would have to forgive her for that. 


All that angst, and for what?! Mixed feelings were a massive understatement of the disharmony bubbling 
through her veins. It was none of her business, what they did. Perfect timing though.. not! A mean little barb 
popped into her mind: Josh's balls must be empty and how was he going to explain that or why he smelled like 
sex to his - married! What the fuck?! - twin brother? Laurel gritted her teeth. A twinge of regret that she 


wouldn't get to see what they were going to do next competed with the desire to invade someone else's 


privacy, and she was a little surprised at herself for it. 


Technically, they were about to break the law in most if not all countries of the world. On the other hand, it 
was going to be hot as fuck She tried very hard not to care - about them or in general. That the series of 
uptight thoughts had occurred did not please her ideal of herself. 


A motion-sensor light blinked on. She trod through short, almost crunchy grass around the side of the house, 
a garden gate now visible provided a quick exit. This, too, she had no choice but to leave open and unlocked. 


Practically running to her car, she half-hoped Josh would come after her. ‘Again’, added the gutter side of her 


mind. 

The little side street was empty, quiet; Laurel couldn't hear anything but her own footsteps on old 
cobblestones and the harsh clicking of her key fob as she tried to unlock the damned car, then the grate of 
metal and plastic when she dropped it, twice. As she stood there shaking with a tangle of emotions, a musical 
shriek rose in the distance, muffled by building materials. 

In stereo. 

In harmony. 

Looking down, she saw the tablet with its snarl of cords and accessories in her hand, red LED light glowing. 


Somehow she'd pressed the record button The mike, still plugged in, uselessly recorded nothing but heavy 


panting and an evening breeze. 


Fin. 


